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Walden 111?
by Lawrence Dahl
During the fall of 1985, the comic strip/editorial cartoon Doonsbury portrayed Zonker and Mike discussing what they had accomplished since
leaving college. After Zonker made a number of philosophical comments,
Mi ke turned to him and said: "You mean that you're 38 years old and
you haven't grown up yet:' There are those who feel that Zonker is
representative of his generation.
Zo nker and the other residents of Walden (the commune where they
lived while attending college) represent the leading edge of a sociological
phenomenon in this country known as the baby boom . Their parents,
who lived through a depression and a World War, had high expectations
for them and felt that the mechanism for realizing these expectations was
a college education . A college education would allow these baby boomers
to get good jobs, to mature into responsible adults, and generally to have
a better life than their parents had.
Consequently this generation of Americans did go to college. The
number of colleges (including community colleges) almost doubled to
accommodate them and college attendance increased even more. The
generation of Americans currently approaching 40 years old is the most
extensively educated group of people the world has ever seen (Watten berg, 1984). After getting their education, however, instead of using
it to get a headstart on life as their parents expected, many baby boomers
are, like Zonker, wondering what they'll do when they grow up (Schwartz,
1985) .
Before jumping to the conclusion that the baby boomers' uncertainty
about their future constitutes a failure either personally or educationally,
another hypothesis might be examined: that Zonker and the others have
grown up, but their criteria for success are not expressed in the same terms
as their parents: Perhaps parents' expectations have been met but in ways
th at were not forseen .
Zonker's parents' expectations were phrased in the terms which shaped
the ir own lives: social status, financ ial security, and family. These parents
sent their child ren to college with the expectation that an education would
provid e upward social mobi lity and a more secure financ ial status which
they hoped would lead to a more secure person al life. To establish criteria
for success, they looked around them and hoped that their chi ldren would
have the best of w hat they saw. Phrased in these terms, it can be seen
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that this did not come about.

Upward Social Mobility
The prestige and social status which Zonker's parents associated with
a college education has given way to a more egaletarian ideal. In the 1930s
and 1940s, when Zonker's parents were growing up, less than 10 percent
of the adult population had earned a baccalaureate degree, making college graduates something of a social rarity. The ability to go to college
was frequently associated with the upper social and economic classes,
particularly during the depression when tuition was hard to come by.
Parents thought that by sending their children to college, higher social
and economic status would be attained . The explosive growth in co llege enrollments during the 1950s and 1960s changed th is.
During the last 20 years the number of people who have completed
four or more years of college has increased from 11 percent to 22 percent of high school graduates. During the same time period, over 50 percent of all high school graduates in this age group have attended college
(Wattenberg, 1985). This significant sociological change has resulted in
a relative stasis in social ranking . Sociological research has shown that
" the principal effect of increase in demand for education is one of requiring the individual to spend more time to realize social aspirations
which have remained unchanged" (Karabel and Halsey, 1977, p. 196).
This means that a person's relative social ranking, even with more education, is likely to be the same as one's parents. The expectation of upward
social mobility, although obtainable by some individuals, is denied for
the age group as a whole because everyone else has done the same thing.

A More Secure Financial Status
Leading a secure financial life is more difficult for the baby boom generation than its parents thought it would be. A secure financial status involves
primarily the accumulation of capital, i.e. property, savings and investments. College graduates, although better off than the ir non-college
graduate counterparts, are not better off than their parents were at the
same stage in their lives. Time magazine recently had a poll conducted
of 30 to 40-year-olds (Thomas, 1986). The respondents were asked to compare themselves economical ly to their parents, and in three major areas
the baby boomers co nsidered them sel ves to be worse off than their
parents. In bei ng able to afford housi ng, 71 perce nt considered themselves
to be worse off; in being abl e to handle the cost of living, 53 percent consi dered themselves to be wo rse off; and in being able to get by withou t
two wage earners in the family, 61 percent considered themselves to be
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worse off.
In the same article, Thomas reported the cost of mortgage payments
(the si ngle biggest part of most people's estates) . The cost of owning a
home has risen to 44 percent of an average 40-year-old's income. This
compares to only 14 percent of their parents' income when the parents
were 40 years old. Due to the longer average length of mortgages and
the fact that today people are older when they apply for their first mortgage, the college graduate currently approachi ng 40 cannot depend on
owning a home which is free of mortgage payments at age 66 when most
of this generation will become eligible to collect social security.
Another aspect of financial security is the amount of savings accu mulated . Com pared to 20 years ago, both inflation-adjusted income
and the percent of income saved or invested have decreased (excluding
the pri mary residence as an investment). In addition, the cost of buying
the items for which people traditionally save (e.g. retirement homes, extensive trave l, a college education for their children) has increased. The
ability of 40-year-old college graduates to buy the same items that their
non-college educated parents bought has decreased .

A More Secure Personal Life
Livi ng a secure personal life (as defined by their parents) has also apparently become harder since Zonker and the rest of his generation went
to college. When Zonker and his classmates were in high school they were
probably told: "Go to college; meet a nice girl; get married and raise a
fa mily: ' Although nice girls and boys did go to college and undoubtedly
met each other, they did not get married at anywhere near the same rates
that their parents did. Although the marriage rates declined, the number
of people cohabiting has quad rupled in the last 20 years (Salholz et al,
1986) . By 1970 (when Zonker was 23) the Census Bureau found it
necessary to inclu de a new category, the POSSLQ (Persons of Opposite
Sex, Sharing Li ving Quarters) . Those who did get married tended to get
divorced at a much higher rate than their parents did. According to Naisbitt
(1 982) over a th ird of co uples first married in the 1970s will have gone
through a di vorce by 1990.
When it came to raising a family, this gen erati on also fa iled to meet
t he expectations of its parents. By the early 1970s, the fertility rate had
dropped to 2.1 children per woma n, the fi gu re w hich represents zero
popul ation growth. Du ring the last half of th e decade, the fertility rate
dropped even farther to 1.8 children per woman (Wattenbe rg, 1984). The
actual increase in the country's population during this time was due to
immigration . Also, these birth rates are for the popu lation as a whole; th e
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fertility rate for college-educated women and for women married to
college-educated men is estimated at 1.6 children per woman (Bird, 1983) .
As a group, this extensively educated generation of Americans has less
spending power, fewer marriages, more divorces and smaller families than
any other generation in American history (Naisbitt, 1982; Bird, 1983; Wattenberg, 1984). It is doubtful that this was the expectation of a secure financial and personal life that was invisioned by his parents when they sent
Zonker off to college.

Maturity and Options
It might be thought that this generation's failure to live up to the expectations of its parents constitutes a failure to mature. It could be said that
Zonker and his generation live in a state of permanent adolescence.
Adolescence is a state of development characterized by unexpected
growth and confusing changes, an inability to make decisions, and an
uncertainty about the future. Adolescence involves the change from the
self-centered outlook of a child to the broader outlook of an adult.
In many respects Zonker's baby boom generation appears to fit this
definition . "Wanting it all" is epitomized by the caricature of the
Yuppies, the young urban professionals who are well educated
but appear to lack the adult values which their parents held
(Will, 1986) . Adult values in this context would be those which promote
stability and permanence, delayed gratification and preparation for the
future. Adults are considered to be those people who can see the realitites
of the world around them and select the best of the options available.
Zonker's parents' expectations for him were based on the options that
they had available. Zonker's mother's options were essentially confined
to the home or, if she were trained for some occupation, it was "something
to fall back on" if some catastrophic event interfered with her husband's
ability to provide for her and the family. What options she had were proscribed by social norms, the job market and the somewhat limited ability
and desire (by today's standards) to control family size and to manage
the family. After all, it was Zonker's mother's generation that delivered
and raised the baby boom.
Zonker's father's options were also proscribed by the social norms, the
job market and family size. By the time that he had reached 40 years old,
Zonker's father had probably held the same job for several years and looked forward to keeping it for the rest of his working life. He probably valued
longevity on the job and took pride in receiving a silver pin for 25 years
of service. The decisions he made, the value system he developed , and
the expectations he had for his son were based on the options that he saw.
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Since going away to college, Zonker's options have also been proscribed by the worlcl around him. Zonker's world has been one of tremendous technological and social change. Many jobs which are available today were not even heard of 20 years ago and, quite possibly, will not be
in existence, at least not in recognizable form, 20 years from now. Various
sou rces estimate that the average working person will change jobs between five and ten times during a working lifetime (Naisbitt, 1982). These
job changes are not just a change of employers, but a change in the type
of work performed . This is a tremendous amount of change which was
not even considered at the time Zonker left home.
So what did Zonker learn in college? He probably did learn some sort
of job or profession . The most popular college majors over the last 20
years have been occupationally oriented-teaching, engineering, business
and pre-professional (law and medicine) . During the 1960s and 1970s the
cry for relevancy as well as the swelling technological boom increased
the number of occupational fields available for college graduates. As the
num ber of occupations increased, colleges developed curricula to train
people for them and recru ited students to fill these new programs. Even
with this emphasis on the occupational component of the curriculum,
however, only 35-45 percent of the total number of courses required for
a degree were in the major field of study.
M ost of the rest of the time that Zonker spent in college, he was taking
general education courses. Although often disguised in the occupational
terminology of the day, general education requirements constituted the
rem nants of the liberal arts curricula which were once prevalent in
American colleges. General education requirements usually included
some combination of natural science/math courses which involved studyi ng the physical world, social/behavioral science courses which involved
studying the human world, and phi losophical/spiritual/aesthetics courses
whi ch involved studying the world within one's self.
The worlds that Zonker and his classmates studied were worlds of
change, so it is not surprising that what they were seeing was different
from what their parents had seen . The baby boomers' education allowed
them to see options that did not exist for their parents. The apparent
adolescent attitude expressed by this generation is in reality a post-modern
attitude, what Donoghue (1986) describes as a "cool acceptance of the
belatedness of experience:'
With all of the change going on in the world, Zonker coolly accepts
that the experiences which his parents expected for him will come. Meanwh ile he defi nes his social status by the acceptance of blue jeans as the
preferred mode of dress, he fin ds fi nancial security in the human service
programs established by th e governm ent, and he fi nds personal security
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in the acceptance of his lifestyle by his friends.
Zonker's education has enabled him to view his surroundings through
a different prescription, a different set of value systems than those held
by his parents. Although he may have been trained to perform some job
or occupation, he has also been taught to see many things that he could
do. His education has prepared him to live in a world of change, to be
a member of an evol ving, post-modern society.
Almost a yea r after the ir original conversati on, M ike and Zonker are
having another conversation. When asked whether or not he has decided what he is going to do with his life, Zonker says yes he has. But first
he wants to try being a cowboy and an astronaut. It isn't that Zonker hasn't
grown up yet, just that he still sees that he has options.
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